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Purpose The purpose was to determine whether Asian Americans are still seeking familiar and preferred
ethnic items and whether they are using them in daily life after they have immigrated to the United States.
Methods A descriptive exploratory study design was used. A convenience sample of 224 Asian Americans
was recruited from the states of Michigan and Ohio.
Results It was found that (a) participants were significantly different in mean age, duration of stay in
country of origin and the United States, and proficiency in English; (b) the familiarity, preference and uti-
lization of overall ethnic items were statistically different by ethnic group; (c) overall, familiar feeling with
ethnic items had the highest mean score for all ethnic items, and ethnic food was the most familiar, pre-
ferred and used item in daily life; (d) Asian Americans who sought more ethnic items had greater profi-
ciency in English and more preference, use and familiarity with ethnic items; and (e) daily use of ethnic
items was the best predictor of familiarity, followed by preference, and fluency in English.
Conclusion Asian Americans have different backgrounds in terms of customs, food preferences, beliefs,
lifestyles, and languages. Despite being in different age groups, having different lengths of stay in the
United States, and different countries of origin, a common trait among Asian Americans was that they were
consciously seeking ethnic items regardless of ethnic group. Healthcare professionals should consider pro-
viding culturally relevant care to Asian Americans to promote their overall health. Future study should
focus on exploring the relationship between familiarity, preference, and attitude in health behavior among
Asian Americans. [Asian Nursing Research 2009;3(4):186–195]
Key Words Asian American, familiarity, utilization
Part of this paper was presented at the conference of the Midwest Nursing Research Society, 
Cleveland, Ohio, in 2001.
*Correspondence to: Gwi-Ryung Son Hong, RN, PhD, Department of Nursing, College of Medicine,
Hanyang University, 17 Haengdang-dong, Seongdong-gu, Seoul, Korea.
E-mail: grson@hanyang.ac.kr
INTRODUCTION
Asian and Pacific Islanders in the United States num-
ber 11.9 million, or 4.2% of the total population.
“Asian” refers to people having origins in any of the
original peoples of the Far East, Southeast Asia, or
the Indian subcontinent (Barnes & Bennett, 2000).
Most Asian Americans were born in their country of
origin and are first generation immigrants. For exam-
ple, 60% of Chinese Americans and 80% of Korean
Americans were not born in the United States.Thus,
among minority ethnic groups, the critical factors in
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health appeared to be language barriers and cultural
differences (Flores, 2006; Schyve, 2007; Yu, et al.,
2002). Many studies reported that language barriers
and an unfamiliar healthcare environment made mi-
nority groups less likely to seek help regarding their
health (Jo, Maxwell, Rick, Cha, & Bastani, 2009).
Becoming familiar with an environment is essen-
tial to most people, and especially to immigrants
who strive to adjust to a new culture. People feel
more comfortable (Son & Kim, 2006) and increase
their social and functional abilities in environments
that contain familiar places, objects, sounds, and food
(Kaplan & Kaplan, 1982; Küller, 1988). People also
experienced a sense of ownership and a feeling of
intimacy in a familiar environment (Titchner, 1910,
as cited in Zajonc & Markus, 1982).A feeling of famil-
iarity results from a previous experience with some-
thing and is based on memories. To have a feeling of
familiarity with something, people must experience
frequent contact and comfort, prediction, effortless-
ness, and speed (Son,Therrien, & Whall, 2002). Mere
repeated exposure to others, a component of famil-
iarity, produces feelings of attraction (Zajonc, 2001).
Therefore, the feeling of familiarity is the product of
repeated and frequent exposure to something (e.g.,
person, object, scene, sound, or taste).
Continuity theory
People may strive to survive in a new environment
by using internal and external resources and comfort-
able coping strategies. Asian Americans may gather
information from familiar people and in their native
language to help adapt to a new environment. Even
after they adapt to a new environment, in this case
the United States, many Asian Americans belong 
to their own churches and own ethnic worship
communities.
The continuity theory forms the basis for the
research questions of this study. The basic premise
of the theory is that as middle-age and elderly adults
adapt to changes associated with the normal aging
process they will attempt to rely on existing resources
and comfortable coping strategies (Onega & Tripp-
Reimer, 1997). Although the continuity theory was
developed for understanding older adults, the author
was interested in applying the theory to Asian
Americans to determine whether they are still seek-
ing familiar and preferred ethnic items, and whether
they are using them in daily life after immigration
to the United States.
According to the theory, there are two types of
continuity: internal and external. Internal continu-
ity is the individual’s remembered inner structure,
such as the persistence of a psychic structure of ideas,
affects, experiences, preferences, and skills (Atchley,
1989). In contrast, external continuity refers to a
remembered structure of physical and social envi-
ronments, role relationships, and activities. Percep-
tions of external continuity could be achieved by
“being in familiar environments, practicing familiar
skills, and interacting with familiar people” (Atchley).
One study (Son & Kim, 2006) confirmed that eld-
erly Korean immigrants consciously maintained their
internal continuity by seeking a culturally familiar
environment in their daily lives.
Relationships between familiarity, preference 
and daily usage
Preference refers to the subjective counterparts of
object utilities and values. Generally, when people
prefer one thing over the other, they use it more, be-
cause it has more attractiveness, ease, comfort, and
cost effectiveness than the other (Zajonc & Markus,
1982).Therefore, preference and utilities have a high
chance to co-occur. An interesting finding among
immigrant Korean American elders was that prefer-
ence and utilities were highly related. Furthermore,
Korean food was identified as a more preferred and
utilized item in their daily life compared with other
ethnic items such as songs/music, clothes, and objects
(Son & Kim, 2006).
Son and Kim (2006) studied the relationship be-
tween familiarity and preference in immigrant Korean
American elders. Although they used Yeek-Suk
(a physically mastered skill) or Chin-Suk (a meaning
of affection) in Korean as the same word for famil-
iarity during interviews, immigrant Korean elders
identified their preference for familiar Korean objects,
songs/music, and foods by using familiarity inter-
changeably with preference. This may be explained
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by the phenomenon of repeated exposure (Zajonc,
2001), where the feelings of preference and famil-
iarity co-occur.When an individual is repeatedly ex-
posed to a particular stimulus object, a preference
for that objects emerges. Although familiarity and
preference were defined as distinct concepts in the
Son and Kim study, immigrant Korean American
elders may not have separated the feelings of famil-
iarity and preference for culturally familiar items
with which they have had long-term exposure.Thus,
the Korean American elders showed that they expe-
rience strong attachment, comforting feelings and
pleasure toward culturally familiar items such as
food, music, and objects. The study found that pref-
erence for, and utilization of, ethnic items was
closely related to familiarity.
The current study was conducted to order to
understand the concept of familiarity, and to ex-
amine how preference, daily usage and familiarity
were related to each other among Asian Americans.
Specifically, there were three aims: (a) to examine
ethnic group differences in demographics; (b) to
understand ethnic group differences in preference,
daily usage, and familiarity of ethnic items; and (c)
to determine the predictive relationships between
predictors (duration of living in their country of ori-
gin and the United States, preference, daily usage)
and familiarity. In general, the duration of living in
their country of origin and the United States could
affect familiar feeling towards ethnic items. Thus,
the duration of living in their country of origin and
the United States was included as one of the predic-
tors in this study.
METHODS
Design and sample
A descriptive exploratory survey study design with a
semi-structured interview was used. A convenience
sample of 224 Asian Americans participated in the
study. The term “Asian American” referred to those
who identified themselves as Asian American and
have been living in the United States. Inclusion cri-
teria included being aged over 18 years and able to
read and understand English. Because the study
included five ethnic groups, the ability to read and
understand English was important to ensure consis-
tent results. Furthermore, a bilingual condition in
both English and their native languages was included
as one of the inclusion criteria.
Table 1 describes the participants in this study.
Mean age of participants was 41.7 years (SD = 0.84,
range, 18–84 years). Most participants were female
(59.4%) and had more than a technical/college
G.R.S. Hong
188 Asian Nursing Research ❖ December 2009 ❖ Vol 3 ❖ No 4
Table 1
Description of Participants (N = 224)
Variables Mean (SD) n (%)
Age (years) 41.7 (0.84)
Duration in country 314.1 (7.13)
of origin (months)
Duration in the 183.0 (9.42)
US (months)
Gender
Male 90 (40.2)
Female 133 (59.4)
Not specified 1 (0.4)
Highest level of education 
in country of origin
< Tech/college graduate 21 (9.4)
≥ Tech/college graduate 203 (90.6)
Ethnic group
KA 86 (38.4)
CA 23 (10.3)
AIA 38 (17.0)
TA 48 (21.4)
Thai 29 (12.9)
Seeking ethnic items
1 = Never 5 (2.2)
2 = Between never and neutral 6 (2.7)
3 = Neutral 97 (43.3)
4 = Between neutral and very much 62 (27.7)
5 = Very much 42 (19.6)
Not specified 10 (4.5)
KA=Korean American; CA=Chinese American; AIA=Asian Indian
American; TA = Taiwanese American; Thai = Thai American.
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graduate level education (90.6%). Although partici-
pants’ understanding of English was good or excellent
(66.5%), 70.5% (n = 158) of them felt comfortable
using their own native language in their daily lives.
Mean duration of stay in their countries of origin and
the United States were 314.10 months (SD = 7.13)
and 183.0 months (SD = 9.42), respectively.
Procedure
The study was reviewed and approved by the Insti-
tutional Review Board of a university located in the
Midwest of the United States. The author used net-
working data collection methods. The networking
method is a linkage exploitation method. The re-
searcher chose an initial sample of a targeted sub-
group, and sample members were interviewed and
asked to nominate other members of their network
who are members of the targeted subgroup. Further-
more, advertisements in Asian groceries, restaurants,
and on the bulletin board of campus housing were
used to recruit Asian Americans. Five different eth-
nic groups (Korean, Chinese,Asian Indian,Taiwanese,
and Thai) participated in the study.
Measurement
The author developed a survey questionnaire to ex-
amine demographic characteristics, perceived skills
in their native languages and English, and the main
variables of preference, familiarity, and utilization.
Demographics included age, gender, marital status,
level of education, employment status, and duration
of time spent living in country of origin and the
United States.
Perceived proficiency of their native language and
English included three areas of language skill: speak-
ing, writing, and comprehension. Questions such as,
“How fluently can you speak in English”, “How flu-
ently can you write in your own ethnic language”
were asked. Proficiency of languages was rated with
a 4-point scale ranging from 1 (poor) to 4 (excellent).
Mean proficiencies in their native language and
English were 3.58 (SD = 0.04, range, 1.33–4.00) and
2.99 (SD = 0.05, range, 1.00–4.00), respectively.
In addition, 18 questions were asked to measure
familiarity, preference, and daily usage of six ethnic
items including food, languages, music, objects,
clothes, and pictures. Six ethnic items were selected
based on a previous study (Son & Kim, 2006). The
example question was, “Please rate how much you
prefer each item (food, languages, music/song, ob-
jects, clothes, and pictures/photos)”. Each question
was rated from 1 (not at all) to 5 (very much). A high
score indicates that they highly prefer, are familiar
with, or utilize that ethnic item. Mean scores of each
variable (preference, familiarity, and utilization) and
each ethnic item (food, languages, music/song, ob-
jects, clothes, and pictures/photos) were used in data
analysis.
The last item, “Do you consciously seek your own
cultural or ethnic things?” was included to examine
how much Asian Americans seek ethnic items, emo-
tionally and physically, even though they are living
in the United States. It was rated with a 5-point scale
from 1 (not at all) to 5 (very much). Mean score was
used in data analysis.
Data analysis
Descriptive statistics were conducted to determine
the mean, standard deviation, and range of each vari-
able. Analysis of Variance (ANOVA) was performed
to examine the mean score differences in familiarity,
preference, and utilization and in the ethnic groups
by ethnic items. Pearson correlation analysis was con-
ducted to examine the relationships among predictors
and between predictors and familiarity. Multiple re-
gression was used to examine how much familiarity
can be explained by predictors such as preference,
daily usage, and duration in country of origin and
the United States, seeking ethnic items, and fluency
in English.
RESULTS
Mean differences in demographics by ethnic groups
Table 2 details ethic group differences in several de-
mographic characteristics, such as age (F = 17.94, p <
.001), duration of stay in country of origin (F = 2.94,
p < .05) and the United States (F = 17.9, p < .001), and
proficiency in English (F = 23.91, p < .001).Taiwanese
Familiarity in Asian Americans
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Americans were the oldest group, significantly older
than Korean or Thai Americans. Thai Americans
stayed the longest in the country of origin. No statis-
tically significant differences among groups were
captured on Scheffe test, although F value (2.94)
was significant at p < .05. Chinese, Asian Indian, and 
Taiwanese Americans stayed in the United States
significantly longer than Korean and Thai Americans.
Furthermore, Chinese and Asian Indian Americans
had a higher perceived English proficiency than the
rest of the groups. There was no group difference in
seeking cultural/ethnic items.
Mean differences in familiarity, preference and
utilization by ethnic groups
Figure 1 shows mean scores of familiarity, prefer-
ence, and utilization of overall ethnic items by eth-
nic groups. On ANOVA, familiarity (F=3.89, p< .01),
preference (F=3.09, p< .05), and utilization (F=4.64,
p < .01) of overall ethnic items were statistically sig-
nificant by ethnic group. However, no group differ-
ence in total preference was noted by post hoc test.
Korean Americans used their ethnic items signifi-
cantly less than Asian Indian and Thai Americans.
Korean Americans had significantly lower scores on
Table 2
ANOVA Results by Ethnic Group
Variables Ethnic group (n) Mean (SD) F Post hoc
Age (years) KA (86) 37.4 (10.5) 17.94*** < AIA, TA
CA (23) 45.3 (15.7) > Thai
AIA (37) 46.2 (12.7) > KA, Thai
TA (48) 49.9 (9.3) > KA, Thai
Thai (28) 31.9 (6.5) < CA, AIA, TA
Duration in country of KA (83) 293.8 (82.9) 2.94*
origin (months) CA (22) 276.4 (116.7)
AIA (38) 333.7 (162.3)
TA (48) 331.3 (81.6)
Thai (28) 347.9 (77.9)
Duration in the US (months) KA (85) 158.0 (121.8) 18.00*** < CA, TA, but > Thai
CA (23) 253.2 (227.6) > KA, Thai
AIA (38) 207.2 (99.3) > KA, Thai
TA (48) 261.7 (104.4) > KA, Thai
Thai (29) 38.7 (37.0) < KA, CA, AIA, TA
Fluency in English (1–4) KA (86) 2.76 (0.74) 23.91*** < CA, AIA
CA (23) 3.57 (0.51) > KA, TA, Thai
AIA (38) 3.63 (0.49) > KA, TA, Thai
TA (46) 2.96 (0.60) < CA, AIA, but > Thai
Thai (28) 2.45 (0.47) < CA, AIA, TA
Seeking ethnic items (1–5) KA (79) 3.59 (0.77) 1.06
CA (23) 3.52 (1.04)
AIA (38) 3.71 (1.18)
TA (46) 3.80 (0.93)
Thai (28) 3.39 (0.74)
*p < .05; ***p < .001. KA = Korean American; CA = Chinese American; AIA = Asian Indian American; TA = Taiwanese American;
Thai = Thai American.
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the familiarity with ethnic items than Asian Indian
Americans.
When examining each ethnic item within three
areas, such as familiarity, preference, and daily utiliza-
tion, Taiwanese Americans had the higher preferred
score (p < .05) and usage score (p < .01) of objects
than Korean Americans, and Asian Indian Americans
had a higher preferred score of ethnic clothes than
Korean Americans (p < .001) and Chinese Americans
(p < .01). Asian Indian Americans had higher usage
score of ethnic clothes than Korean Americans (p <
.001), Chinese Americans (p < .01), and Taiwanese
Americans (p < .05).Taiwanese Americans used more
ethnic pictures/photos than Korean Americans (p <
.01) in daily life. Asian Indian Americans were more
familiar with ethnic objects than Korean Americans
(p < .05). Asian Indian Americans were significantly
more familiar with their ethnic clothes than Korean
Americans (p < .001), Chinese Americans (p < .05),
Taiwanese Americans (p < .001), and Thai Americans
(p < .01).
Mean differences in familiarity, preference and
utilization of ethnic items
Figure 2 depicts mean scores of familiarity, prefer-
ence, and utilization of each ethnic item. In the entire
sample (N = 224), familiarity with ethnic items had
the highest mean scores for all ethnic items, com-
pared with those of preference and utilization.
Among ethnic items, ethnic foods were the most
familiar, preferred, and used items in daily life.
However, ethnic clothes were the least preferred
and used item in daily life and ethnic object had the
least familiar score. Interestingly, ethnic language was
more daily used (M = 4.09) than preferred (M =
4.04), although the difference was not statistically
significant.
Association between predictors and familiarity
Table 3 shows the relationship among predictors,
and between predictors and familiarity. The profi-
ciency in English of older Asian Americans was de-
pendent on length of stay in their country of origin
and the United States. The longer the stay in their
country of origin, the less proficient they were in
English, and the more they preferred and used eth-
nic items. Interestingly, the duration of stay in the
United States did not relate to preference, daily usage,
or familiarity. Asian Americans who seek more eth-
nic items were associated with better proficiency in
English, and with more preference, use and famil-
iarity with ethnic items. High correlation (r = .72,
p < .001) between preference and daily utilization of
Figure 1. Preference, daily usage, and familiarity of over-
all ethnic items by ethnic group. KA = Korean American;
CA = Chinese American; AIA = Asian Indian American;
TA = Taiwanese American; Thai = Thai American.
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Figure 2. Preference, daily usage, and familiarity by
ethnic items (N = 224).
G.R.S. Hong
192 Asian Nursing Research ❖ December 2009 ❖ Vol 3 ❖ No 4
ethnic items was found. Familiarity was significantly
related to preference (r= .49, p< .001) and daily usage
(r = .53, p < .001).
Predictors of familiarity
Table 4 demonstrates the simultaneous multiple re-
gression of familiarity on predictors. Neither duration
of stay in original country or in the United States
predicted familiarity.
Daily usage of ethnic items was the best predic-
tor of familiarity (b = .38, p < .001), followed by
preference (b = .25, p < .01), and fluency in English
(b = .21, p < .01). All predictors together explained
33% of variance (F = 17.42, p < .001) for familiarity.
By using an ethnic group with dummy variable in
the model, none of the ethnic groups predicted
familiarity.
DISCUSSION
Although the continuity theory was developed for
targeting older adults, the application of continuity
theory to immigrant Asian Americans is useful. In
general, a misconception from non-Asian Americans
about Asian Americans is that they are all from one
group (Lee, 1992). However, the study findings
supported previous findings that Asian Americans
are culturally and socially heterogeneous people.
Asian Americans have different backgrounds in
Table 3
Correlations of Familiarity and Predictors (N = 206)
Age DCO DUS SET FE PR DU
Age
DCO .38***
DUS .75*** –.28***
SEI –.08 –.09 .00
FE .18** –.17** .30*** .15*
PR –.01 .12* –.10 .53*** .01
DU .07 .14* –.03 .38*** –.00 .72***
Familiarity –.05 .03 –.06 .23*** .17** .49*** .53***
*p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001. DCO = duration in country of origin; DUS = duration in the US; SEI = seeking ethnic item; FE = fluency
in English; PR = preference; DU = daily usage.
Table 4
Simultaneous Multiple Regression of Familiarity on Predictors
Predictors B SE B β t
Duration in county of origin .00 .00 −.05 −0.83
Duration in the US .00 .00 −.11 −1.69
Seeking ethnic items −.07 .06 −.09 −1.24
Fluency in English .21 .06 .21 3.45**
Preference .27 .10 .25 2.71**
Daily Usage .44 .10 .38 4.58***
Note. R2 = .34; adjusted R2 = .33; F = 17.42. **p < .01; ***p < .001.
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terms of history, religion, values, customs, food pref-
erences, beliefs, lifestyle, and languages (Lee). One
common fact among Asian Americans was that they
were consciously seeking ethnic items regardless of
ethnic groups, although they were in different age
groups, with differing lengths of stay in their country
of origin and the United States.
Asian Indian Americans had a significantly higher
score for ethnic clothes in terms of preference and
daily usage.We often observe Asian Indian Americans
wearing their ethnic clothes more often in public
compared with other Asian groups, whereas Korean
Americans had the lowest score for ethnic clothes.
This is also observed in both Korea and India. Koreans
rarely wear their traditional clothes in Korea, while
Asian Indians wear them every day in India.As men-
tioned by immigrant Korean American elders (Son &
Kim, 2006), Korean traditional dress was described
as not being daily clothes and cumbersome to wear.
Overall, Korean Americans had the lowest score for
familiarity, preference, and daily utilization.
When considering younger age, shorter stay in
both the country of origin and the United States 
of Korean Americans compared with Asian Indian
Americans, Taiwanese Americans, and Chinese
Americans, it may be possible to explain the low
score for three areas. It may be related to the level
of globalization of the other country and culture.
There is no simple answer to understanding this
social and cultural phenomenon. Future study 
suggests that examining the data by similar age
groups and cross ethnic groups may explain the
score differences in these areas.
Overall, familiarity with ethnic items had higher
mean scores for all ethnic items compared with
scores for preference and utilization. Among ethnic
items, ethnic foods were the most familiar, preferred,
and used items in daily life. A similar finding was
reported in the immigrant Korean elders (Son &
Kim, 2006) describing Korean food as an essential
element of daily life. Interestingly, the daily usage
score of native language was higher than the prefer-
ence score, which is the only different trend com-
pared with the rest of the ethnic items. Although
the sample population included people who were
bilingual for both English and their native language,
had a high education level, and had a proficiency
score for English close to 3 (good), they used their
ethnic language in daily life similar to ethnic food. It
seems that ethnic food and language are the most
critical components for Asian Americans and are the
hardest elements to change.
Interestingly, the duration of stay in the United
States did not relate to preference, daily usage, and
familiarity of ethnic items. Rather, a longer stay in
their country of origin was related to higher scores
for preference and daily usage of the ethnic items.
Furthermore, Asian Americans who seek more eth-
nic items have a higher proficiency in English, more
preference, use and familiarity with ethnic items.
Together, regardless of length of stay in the United
States and proficiency in English, the factors for
adaptability to the American way-of-life, Asian
Americans consciously seek their own ethnic cul-
ture, and continuously prefer and use ethnic items
in their daily lives. Again, fluency in English was the
one strong predictor of familiarity. This implies that
Asian Americans who are fluent in English are
familiar with ethnic items.
As expected, a strong relationship between pref-
erence and daily utilization of ethnic items was
found.These two concepts are barely separable from
each other, and they could be considered as attributes
of the concept of familiarity. Daily usage of ethnic
items was the best predictor of familiarity, followed
by preference. This findings are supported by
Kaplan’s definition of familiarity (Kaplan & Kaplan,
1982) that describes “the relationship between an
individual and something that individual has had
considerable experience with”.
Limitations of the study are that the study par-
ticipants were from only five ethnic groups of Asian
Americans from one state, which means there are
limits to the generalizability of the findings to all
Asian Americans. Furthermore, caution applies when
the study findings are to be generalized to other
Asian Americans who only can speak and under-
stand either their native language or English. A
bilingual condition in both English and their native
language was one of the inclusion criteria, which
Familiarity in Asian Americans
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excluded Asian Americans who cannot understand
either English or their native language.
In conclusion, Asian American groups residing in
the United States are consciously seeking culturally
familiar and preferred ethnic items, and using them
in their daily lives. The continuity theory, particu-
larly internal continuity, may enable health profes-
sionals to understand Asian Americans and provide
culturally relevant care that can promote their over-
all health. For example, Asian Americans are less
likely to seek help with mental health problems, be-
cause of cultural barriers (Leong & Lau, 2001). The
continuity theory may also enable policy makers to
develop programs associated with Asian Americans
who are maintaining their internal and external con-
tinuity while adapting to a familiar environment.The
importance of familiarity among Asian Americans
cannot be underestimated.As they are close to cultur-
ally familiar things to maintain their internal continu-
ity, they must seek a culturally familiar environment
for external continuity.
Health professionals who speak Asian languages
and social service programs are the most important
components in developing medical and social serv-
ices for Asian Americans. Not only a focus on Asian
language, but also health professionals’ understand-
ing of Asian culture will help to make any program
and service a success. Culturally relevant services
should be designed and delivered to Asian Americans.
The results clearly demonstrated that ethnic lan-
guages of Asian Americans are the primary tool for
communication, which leads us to anticipate that
the non-bilinguals, with poor proficiency in English,
would have an even greater need for assistance in a
healthcare setting. Future studies need to focus on
exploring the relationship between familiarity, pref-
erence, and attitude in health behavior among Asian
Americans.
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